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ABSTRACT 
 
Are we working to live or living to work? The interface between work and personal 
life is often viewed as a source of irreconcilable conflict and the predominant work-
life metaphors of ‘balance’ and ‘conflict’ reinforce this view. Much research in this 
area assumes that time and resource allocation is at the heart of managing the work-
life interface; faced with the ‘work-life conundrum’, many employers respond by 
implementing time and resource-focused initiatives such as flexible working hours 
and access to special leave provisions. Increasingly, organisations are devoting 
significant resources to establishing and promoting effective work-life balance 
policies. But are these responses based on valid assumptions that accurately reflect 
employees’ perceptions of the work-life interface?  Anecdotal evidence suggests that, 
despite the many and varied work-life strategies being implemented in organisations, 
increasing numbers of employees are engaging with support services outside the 
workplace to help them manage the intersection between paid employment and 
family commitments. Many of those seeking support from organisations such as 
Relationships Australia are male, blue-collar employees in large organisations who 
have access to, but apparently find unsuitable, the proffered time and resource-
oriented work-life initiatives. There appears then to be a ‘disconnect’ between 
employers’ work-life initiatives and employees’ experiences and perceptions of the 
work-life interface. 
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The aim of this study was to illuminate our understanding of employee perceptions of 
the work-life interface, in particular among male, blue collar employees in 
multinational corporations (MNCs). While there is a significant, indeed 
disproportionate, volume of research on the development of global organisational 
policy and management strategy around work-life balance, there is little qualitative 
research that illuminates non-managerial employee evaluations of work-life 
interaction in these multi-level corporations (De Cieri & Bardoel 2009; Poelmans 
2005). Classic Grounded Theory (Glaser, 1978) was employed to investigate this 
phenomenon in two MNC Australian subsidiaries, primarily because this approach 
allows the data to speak for itself, thus revealing the main concern of the participants 
and resulting in specific theoretical propositions grounded in the data. The first 20 
interviews in this study identified 88 key points relating to employee experiences of 
work-life interaction. The research focus was then narrowed to delimit the emerging 
theory around four main categories in the data. In total, 28 interviews were conducted 
as part of the dynamic and fluid process of coding, theoretical sampling, literature 
review and interpretation that is Grounded Theory. 
 
The study’s central proposition is that individuals in multi-level organisations 
prioritise identification – as both process and outcome - in their subjective evaluation 
of the work-life interface; specifically, a two-stage process is identified. First, 
employees conceptualise ‘work’ in terms of an episode-centred process of 
organisational identification. Episodes of affinity and disidentification with the 
organisation have varying foci; the immediate workgroup, the national subsidiary 
 
 
 viii 
organisation and the global MC entity. Second, individuals locate themselves along a 
continuum of identification, where identification across organisational referents 
ranges from ‘distinct’ to ‘nested’.  Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1978) suggests that 
individuals construct a number of identities based on their interactions as members 
of, or exclusion from, specific social groups. Because the organisational environment 
is one of the most significant social groups that will influence an individual’s 
personal identity formation, it is unsurprising that identity lies at the heart of the 
work-life issue. However, this study makes a unique contribution to the 
organisational identification literature by deconstructing the argument that ‘nested’ 
identities - identities that overlap across organisational foci - are positive (Ashforth, 
Harrison & Corley, 2008). In doing so, the substantive theory of Prioritising Identity 
recasts acknowledged antecedents to organisational identification as cues for specific 
episodes of affinity and disidentification. Further, the emergent theory reveals a 
relationship between the process of organisational identification and individuals’ 
subjective evaluations of work-life interaction. 
 
A number of implications for management practice are also suggested. Traditionally, 
work-life issues have been addressed within organisations as HRM issues; the 
strategies designed to address them, such as leave programs and flexible working 
hours, have focused on providing time and resources to help employees manage the 
work-life interface. A major problem with such responses is that they neglect the 
impact of significant psychological processes such as personal and organisational 
identity formation. Compounding this problem is a limited understanding of exactly 
 
 
 ix 
how individuals assess work-life interaction, particularly in multi-level organisations 
such as MNCs (Bardoel & De Cieri, 2008; De Cieri & Bardoel, 2009; Poelmans, 
2005). Deconstructing the subjective process of evaluation affords an opportunity to 
shed light on MNC employees’ perspectives on work-life interaction; it is hoped that 
as a consequence, organisational interventions can be better informed and more 
accurately directed. 
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